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Hegstad: The City As Old As Time (Work Station One)
W O R K
S T A T I O N
O N E

Roland R. Hegstad

The City
"As Old as Time"

church officials, conducted
to government or church
offices, and then back to
the airport. As I said, GC
treasurers don’t pay for sightseeing.
(I’m not prejudiced against anyone
because of race, country of origin,
church affiliation, or occupation, but
when it comes to treasurers, I’ll confess that I wouldn’t want my daughter
to marry one— unless, of course, she
were a homebody.)*
I do think, however, that even a
treasurer would have loved Petra—
particularly since the most prominent building is reputed to have
been a bank. It was no longer receiving or dispersing deposits, however,
so I see no need of the General Conference sending a treasurer there to
check it out.

ccasionally, during
my 35 years as editor o f Liberty ; I
dreamed of visiting
Petra, the legendary city
carved into the rock of what is now
southern Jordan. But cities of the
dead don’t usually have religious-liberty problems. And General Conference treasurers don’t approve travel
budgets for wish lists. Petra, along
with Timbuktu and Mandalay, other
mystic cities enshrined in my boyhood memories, seemed forever
closed to my exploration.
And then, in June 1998, came the
First International Bible Conference
in Jerusalem, offering, among tributary trips, one to Egypt and— I could
hardly believe it— Petra! Petra! Selling my wife on going there was no
problem; she doesn’t believe in
divorce.
Unlike many other sites I had visited during the 130 days a year I traveled somewhere in the world, Petra
lived up to its billing. O f course, many
of my other trips consisted of landing
at an airport, being picked up by

Why Visit a City of the Dead?
So why would theologians and fellow travelers be well advised to visit
Petra? (Especially since everybody in
*The ATS treasurer is exempted from my
observations.

6

Published by Digital Commons @ Andrews University, 1999

1

Perspective Digest, Vol. 4 [1999], No. 2, Art. 3
the ancient city is dead, and we all
know— all but the Mormons, that
is— that there could be no immortal
souls there to salvage.) First off,
because it’s there. Since thats the reason often given by the intrepid ones
among us who climb Mount Everest,
it ought to suffice for Petra.
I can show you why, but blackand-white pictures simply don't convey the magical colors of the rocks
from which this ancient city— “red as
a rose” and “as old as time”— is
carved. Even if seeing is believing,
belief based on black-and-white pictures will fall woefully short of the
compulsion to visit that color photos
would engender in even the most
aesthetically oriented couch potato.
Certainly of interest to theologians
and archaeologists is Petra's location
in that 20,000-square-mile area of
what may once have been Eden, and
surely was the area where the Creator
of heaven and earth walked among
His creatures as one of them. Firstcentury missionaries must have left
their sandal prints on Petra's dusty
streets as they took the gospel to “all
the world” between the Dead Sea and
the Red Sea. And perhaps they sought
the tomb of the prophet Aaron, reputed to be in that area.
Caravans paid tribute to Petra,
which between 100 B.C. and A.D.
100 became capital of a rich trading
empire by controlling commerce
between Arabia and Syria. Anthropologists would wish to know more

about the mysterious Arabians
called “Nabataeans,” who ruled over
the Transjordan area, including
Petra, before the Roman conquest.
(Based on inscriptions in the tombs
of Petra and on their religion as well,
the Greeks and Romans o f their time
identified the Nabataeans with Aramaeans.)
Historians would ask whether
they were the desert highwaymen
who made their fortune by sallying
forth from inaccessible mountain
retreats to plunder passing caravans
from as far away as India and China.
On site, the searcher would find evidence of Byzantine occupation during the sixth century A.D. With the
Byzantines came Christianity, and
many buildings were turned into
churches. Crusaders erected fortifications on a nearby hill in the 12th
century.
In Petra, theologians would learn
o f gods and goddesses to whom
many of the temples and tombs were
dedicated (see box on page 52).
A tourist seeking information
would get it by showing interest in
the trinkets offered by the ubiquitous small-time merchants, who in
every age are never more than an
outstretched palm away.
But likely none of these inducements will impel you to visit Petra
unless you understand the dynamic
inherent in “because it’s there.” Left
to the homebody are only the text
and pictures— and words of Poet
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Thomas Hardy:
. . For, [abiding*] in these
ancient lands,
Encased and lettered as a tomb,
And scored with prints of perished hands,
And chronicled with dates of
doom,
Though my own Being bear no
bloom
I trace the lives such scenes
enshrine,
Give past exemplar present room,
And their experience count as
m ine”

Petra’s Story
You haven’t heard of Petra more
often, because travelers there are so
often left speechless. The Swiss
explorer Burckhardt in 1812 became
the first European to visit Petra.
Having heard of a mysterious city
hidden among impenetrable mountains, he disguised him self as a
Moslem seeking to offer sacrifice on
Aaron’s tomb. Let’s disguise ourselves as 20th century tourists and
slip through the Siq gorge into the
city.

* Hardy has wooning, from the OE wunung:
“dwelling or abiding,” but now archaic.

• The veteran traveler seeks communion with Morpheus before examining the abodes of alleged other
gods and goddesses.
• Seemingly inaccessible mountains roil forbiddingly as the traveler nears Petra.

Continued on page 48
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• We enter a wonderland of 300 to 400-foot
cliffs, their variegated sides looming (threateningly? protectively?) over us. The multicolored
limestone cliffs change color as the sun drops its
salute. Conversation hushes as we seem to pass from our world into antiquity. The city before
us, we know, flourished when God walked among us.
• Though buggies were available for $25, Elly Economou, the grande dame of Andrews University, defied the 90-degree temperature and chose to walk with other economy-minded
pedestrians.
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• Stella Hegstad scrutinizes the inscription on
a tomb dating from the Roman occupation.
• PD columnist and ATS President Elect Jo
Ann Davidson, acts as the rear guard of our column as we get our first glimpse of the majestic
Al-Khazneh Farun (Treasure of the Pharaoh). In
imagination we are about to enter the city of the
first century A.D., when it reached its population
peak of 3,000.
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•This building, completely carved into the
rock, is believed to have
been the tomb of King
Harith IV (85-84 B.C.). Its
name— Treasure of the
Pharaoh— comes from the
belief that thieves once
hid their treasure within
the urn at the center of the
second floor.
• Bullet marks clearly
visible on the urn register
attempts to secure the
treasure.
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Th e N abataeans had a m o tto : “B u ild ing by C arving.” T h e soft ro ck o f
P etra’s m o u n tain site offered the raw m aterial in abu n d an ce. Even fro m p h o tograp hs o n e can appreciate the artistic and en g in eerin g skill th at w ent into
P etra’s arch itectu re. B o th th eir tech n iq u es and tools were sop h isticated by
co n te m p o ra ry standards. A nd con sid er this: I f you m ad e a m istake and cut a
few m illim eters to o deep, you co u ld n ’t cover up you r m istake.
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• The four obelisks rising above the Obelisk Tomb symbolize several Nabataean deities.
• The Conway Tower (right), built by the Romans, controlled the northern part of Petra. Its
name derives from an archaeologist working in Petra in 1929. (below) Nearing the end of the
road. . . .
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I h e Greeks and Romans believed

Nabataean deities were “borrowed” from the civilizations located be
tween the Persian Gulf and the Mediterranean Sea. Particularly
attractive to the Nabataeans: deities associated with fertility (both of
crops and humans). Because the land around Petra was difficult to
cultivate, it was considered essential to win their favor with sacrifices.
Tops on the Nabataean totem pole: Dushara, lord of life, compared
to the sun. The Greeks called him Dusare. Herodotus identifies him
with Dionisus, but offers other names by which he is called: Orotat,
Dusares, Dushrat, Dusara-Ara. The last name means “Lord of Shara,”
and likely refers to the mountains of el-Shara, situated north of Petra.
Shara was considered to be a benevolent male deity, who controlled
the reproductive cycle of nature. His symbol was a black stone, placed
on a squared rock, and it was on such a rock that sacrificial blood was
poured. Such a site, the “High Place of Sacrifice,” overlooks Petra from
the top of Attouf Ridge. It was there that the priest cut the throats of
sacrificial beasts.
The Nabataean feminine deity was known in Petra as ATUzza (the
“powerful”). Her symbol was the Moon or planet Venus, the evening
star. “She symbolized receptivity and ruled over the course of human
life and the alternation of the seasons; everything depended on her
will: the outcome of a battle, the subsiding of storms, the awakening
of nature in Spring.” She was also the goddess of water and fertility.
Other Nabataean gods: Atargatis, “harvest and abundance goddess,
with whom ATUzza is often associated, and Manat, Allat’s sister,
[who] presided over fate and fortune.”— Inform ation on Nabataean
gods and the direct quotes are taken from Petra , The Pink City o f the

Desert , published by Casa Editrice Plurigraf, Narni, Italy, 1998, p. 33.
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• Not far from Al-Khazneh is the
Theater, built by the Nabataeans at the
beginning of the first century A.D. It
was expanded to accommodate up to
8,000 spectators by the Romans, who
annexed the kingdom in A.D. 106.
• What did the spectators view?
Gladiators battling each other or wild
beasts. (Not even a first-century Lloyds
of London would have insured a gladia
tor, few of whom survived more than
two or three performances.) Less likely
to sell out the performance was a pantomimus, a skilled actor able to imi
tate, to sing and dance, often accompa
nied by musicians and chorus.
• Carved into the
face of Jabal Khubtha
mountain are the
Royal Tombs, in what
is thought to be the
Wall of the Kings.
Actually, no one
knows who the kings
were or even whether
these monuments
were tombs, temples,
or rich dwellings. The
Urn Tomb (pictured)
dates to around A.D.
70. According to leg
end, each arch con
tained a cell for pris
oners.

Ah, if only I could have show n

No charge. In the m ean tim e I ’m

you the p ictu res in colo r! (B u t you

lo b b y in g ATS o ffic ia ls . It is m y

know how treasurers are.) W ell, stop

inspired co n v ictio n that the next

by the d o m iciliary edifice erected

In te rn a tio n a l

and inhabited by the u n in h ib ited

sh o u ld

H egstads, and I ’ll show th em to you.

R .R .H .

B ib le

be held

C o n fe re n c e

in T im b u k tu !—
□
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